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S a b b a t i c a l  O d y s s e y  i n  S e a r c h  o f  a  P o t  
D A L E E N E  M E N N I N G  
W i n t e r  o f  1 9 8 8  w a s  m y  r e c e n t  s a b b a t i c a l  l e a v e  a n d  I  w a s  a b l e  t o  r e j o i c e  i n  t h e  l u x -
u r y  o f  q u i e t  t i m e  w h e n  I  c o u l d  p u t  t w o  c o n s e c u t i v e  t h o u g h t s  t o g e t h e r  w i t h o u t  i n t e r -
r u p t i o n .  T h e  e n d  r e s u l t  o f  t h a t  a s t o u n d i n g  e x p e r i e n c e  w a s  a  v e r y  p r o d u c t i v e  p e r i o d  
f o r  m y  w o r k  a s  a n  a r t i s t .  H o w e v e r ,  i t  w a s n ' t  a l l  s m o o t h  s a i l i n g  a n d  i t  s e e m e d  i n t e r e s t -
i n g  t o  w r i t e  d o w n  m y  e x p e r i e n c e s  t o  b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d  h o w  t h e y  i n f l u e n c e d  m y  w o r k .  
P e r h a p s  o t h e r  f a c u l t y  m e m b e r s  h a v e  e x p e r i e n c e d  t h e  s a m e  w h i r l w i n d  o f  a c t i v i t y  i n  
p r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  a  l e a v e  a s  I  d i d .  T h e  r u s h  t o  f i n d  s o m e o n e  t o  c o m e  a n d  t e a c h  i n  m y  
p l a c e ,  t i m e  n e e d e d  t o  h e l p  g e t  t h a t  p e r s o n  s q u a r e d  a w a y ,  c l e a r i n g  t h e  d e c k s  o f  l o o s e -
e n d s  a l l  s e r v e d  t o  l e n d  e x c i t e m e n t  t o  t h e  k n o w l e d g e  t h a t  I  w o u l d  s o o n  b e  h a v i n g  t i m e  
t o  g e t  t o  m y  w o r k .  
A t  l a s t ,  t h e  d a y  a r r i v e d  a n d  I  d i d n ' t  h a v e  t o  g o  t o  c l a s s  a n d  t e a c h .  L e t - d o w n  a n d  
a n x i e t y  t o o k  o v e r  f o r  a  b i t !  A l l  t h e  i d e a s  t h a t  h a d  b e e n  b r i m m i n g  o v e r  i n  m y  h e a d ,  
i n c l u d i n g  t h e  o n e s  i n  m y  p r o p o s a l ,  s e e m e d  t o  v a n i s h  i n  t h e  a i r .  C o u l d  I  p i c k  u p  t h e  
e l u s i v e  t h r e a d s  o f  m y  c r e a t i v e  w o r k  a f t e r  s p o t t y  p r o d u c t i v i t y  d u r i n g  t h e  t h r e e  p r e v i o u s  
y e a r s ?  T e a c h i n g  a n d  r a i s i n g  a  f a m i l y  h a d  t a k e n  t h e i r  t o l l  i n  t i m e  a n d  f a t i g u e  a n d  m y  
c r e a t i v e  l i f e  h a d  b e e n  p r e t t y  b u m p y  w i t h  m a n y  s t a r t s  a n d  f r u s t r a t i o n s .  N o w ,  a t  l a s t ,  
I  l o o k e d  a t  s i x  m o n t h s  o f  r e l a t i v e l y  f r e e  t i m e  w i t h  n o  t e a c h i n g ,  a n d  o l d e r ,  m o r e  i n d e p e n -
d e n t  c h i l d r e n .  C o u l d  I  d o  w h a t  I  w a n t e d ?  C o u l d  I  a c c o m p l i s h  m y  g o a l s ?  
F o r t u n a t e l y ,  I  h a d  b e e n  i n v i t e d  t o  e x h i b i t  i n  a  s h o w  o f  M i c h i g a n  P o t t e r s  i n  P o r t  
H u r o n  i n  F e b r u a r y .  T h e  e x h i b i t i o n  t h e m e  w a s  c u p s  a n d  e a c h  a r t i s t  w a s  t o  s u b m i t  
t w o .  I t  s e e m e d  l i k e  a  s m a l l  t a s k  t h a t  I  c o u l d  d o  t o  g e t  w a r m e d  u p .  I  h a d  n e v e r  m a d e  
m u c h  t h a t  w a s  s m a l l  b e f o r e  a n d  h a d  l i t t l e  p r e v i o u s  i n t e r e s t  i n  f u n c t i o n .  T h i s  w a s  t o  
b e  a  n e w  e x p e r i e n c e  f o r  m e .  S m a l l  i s  n o t  t o  b e  e q u a t e d  w i t h  q u i c k  a n d  a  s e r i e s  o f  
t w e l v e  t o  f i f t e e n  o f  t h e m  t o o k  a  v e r y  l o n g  t i m e .  I  s p e n t  l o n g  h o u r s  g i v i n g  t h e m  a  p a i n t e r l y  
s u r f a c e  w i t h  t h e  g l a z e s ,  c o l o r e d  c l a y  s l i p s  a n d  i n s c r i b e d  l i n e s  i n  t h e  c l a y .  E a c h  o n e  
w a s  u n i q u e .  I  h a d  n e v e r  m a d e  a  s e t  o f  a n y t h i n g ,  p r e f e r r i n g  t o  w o r k  i n  a  s e r i e s .  I  s e n t  
o f f  t w o  t o  t h e  e x h i b i t i o n ,  g a v e  o n e  o r  t w o  a w a y  t o  f r i e n d s ,  a n d  e x h i b i t e d  a  f e w  a t  
E b e r h a r d  C e n t e r  d u r i n g  i t s  s p r i n g  o p e n i n g ,  a l o n g  w i t h  o t h e r  p i e c e s  m a d e  r i g h t  a f t e r  
t h e  c u p s .  
M y  s a b b a t i c a l  p r o p o s a l  h a d  s a i d  I  w a n t e d  t o  d o  s o m e  l a r g e - s i z e  p i e c e s ,  t h r e e  t o  f o u r  
f e e t  h i g h ,  a n d  s o m e h o w  u s e  t h e  t h e m e  o f  f a m i l y  a s  i m a g e  o r  m e t a p h o r  i n  t h e  w o r k ;  
b u t  I  w a s n ' t  s u r e  h o w  I  w a s  g o i n g  t o  d o  i t .  W h i l e  I  n e v e r  g o t  t o  t h e  i m a g e s  o f  f a m i l y  
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in any traditional or recognizable way, I did involve one member of my family in quite 
an unexpected way. 
My little daughter, age nine, spent some time with me in the studio on some of 
those long, snowy winter days when her school was closed. She aamired the cups I 
had been working on and drew some pictures of them in the flat symbolic way of 
kids that age. While doing so, she accidentally rearranged the proportions and parts 
quite remarkably in her drawing and even added her own surface designs, which she 
took from looking at my marks on the clay surfaces. I looked at those drawings and 
a real sense of excitement and idea hit me! I asked her if I cou ld build the drawings 
she had just made out of clay and explained it would be a co llaboration of the two 
of us. She was thrilled and h appily made at least twenty to thirty more drawings for 
me to make, quite ignoring the physical laws of balance and gravity. H owever, some 
could be translated into three-dimensional form, and I began. She came to the studio 
often to see which ones I was working on. Thus began the notion of flat pots. I built 
quite a few, some four feet high, a ll of which broke for one technical reason or another. 
Several of the thirty-inch pieces made it through the kiln, but due to their flatness 
they warped and leaned and did other unseemly things. A coup le of the successful 
ones of this group were exhibited also at Eberhard Center. But I had to stop and develop 
a clay body, fired to a low temperature, that would not warp and still be strong enough 
to take the unusual forms. 
"Heart Cups," stoneware (1988) 
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B y  n o w  I  w a s  r e a l l y  g e t t i n g  i n t o  t h e  r h y t h m  o f  d a i l y  c r e a t i v e  w o r k  a n d  t h e  f r u s t r a -
t i o n  o f  h a v i n g  t o  s t o p  a n d  d o  a  s e r i e s  o f  t e c h n i c a l  e x p l o r a t i o n s  d i d  s e e m  d a u n t i n g  
a t  f i r s t .  I t  a l l o w e d  m e ,  t h o u g h ,  t o  t h i n k  a g a i n  a b o u t  t h e  f o r m s  a n d  m u l l  o v e r  i d e a s  
w h i l e  I  p e r f o r m e d  t h e  r a t h e r  b o r i n g  t e c h n i c a l  t a s k s .  I  l o o k e d  a t  t h e  c u p s ,  a t  t h e  n e w  
f l a t ,  b u t  w a r p e d  p i e c e s ,  a n d  a t  s o m e  o f  t h e  o l d e r  o n e s  f r o m  t h e  l a s t  t h r e e  y e a r s  a n d  
d e c i d e d  t h a t  i f  I  w a s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  v e s s e l s ,  I  m i g h t  a s  w e l l  l o o k  a t  s o m e  o f  t h e  g r e a t e s t  
o n e s .  T h e  s e a r c h  w a s  o n .  
I  t u r n e d  a w a y  f r o m  t h e  h i g h l y  v o l a t i l e  w o r l d  o f  c o n t e m p o r a r y  c l a y  w o r k ,  h a v i n g  
j u s t  r e t u r n e d  f r o m  a  l o n g  v i s i t  t o  t h e  W e s t  C o a s t  a n d  t h e  N a t i o n a l  C e r a m i c  C o n f e r -
e n c e  w h e r e  m y  v i s u a l  s e n s i b i l i t i e s  h a d  b e e n  e x h a u s t e d .  I n s t e a d ,  I  s o u g h t  o u t  t h e  c l a s -
s i c  p o t s  o f  a n c i e n t  G r e e c e .  I n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  A l l e n d a l e ,  M i c h i g a n ,  o u r  L i b r a r y  w a s  t h e  
b e s t  s o u r c e ,  a l t h o u g h  a  t r i p  t o  C h i c a g o  m u s e u m s  w a s  a l s o  h e l p f u l .  
T h e  G r e e k  p o t s  c a r r y  m u c h  o f  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  o f  d a i l y  l i f e  a n d  c u s t o m s  o f  t h a t  a n c i e n t  
c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  v a s e  p a i n t i n g - i n  r e a l i t y  s l i p  d e c o r a t i n g  a n d  d r a w i n g .  M y  
r e a s o n  f o r  w a n t i n g  t o  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  f a m i l y  i n  m y  w o r k  w a s  s i m i l a r  i n  m o t i v e  t o  t h e  
G r e e k  p o t t e r s '  - t o  r e c o r d  d a i l y  l i f e .  I  b e g a n  t o  d r a w  t h e  a n c i e n t  p o t s :  a t  f i r s t ,  a c c u r a t e  
l i t t l e  r e n d i t i o n s  o f  h o w  t h e y  l o o k e d  i n  s i l h o u e t t e  w i t h  t h e i r  h a n d l e s  a n d  p a r t s .  A s  I  
d r e w ,  t h e  p o t s  l o o s e n e d  u p  a n d  b e g a n  t o  t a k e  o n  t h e  n a t u r a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  h u m a n s ,  
w h i c h  i s  a p p r o p r i a t e  s i n c e  w e  h a v e  a n a t o m i c a l  n a m e s  f o r  t h e i r  p a r t s .  P o t s  h a v e  m o u t h s ,  
n e c k s ,  s h o u l d e r s ,  f e e t  a n d  s o  o n .  N o w  t h e  l i t t l e  s k e t c h e s  l e a p e d  o f f  t h e  p a g e  l i k e  c h a r a c t e r s  
f r o m  l i f e .  W a r r i o r s  a n d  l a d i e s ,  s o m e  g r a c e f u l ,  s o m e  p r e g n a n t ,  s o m e  s a d  o r  l o n e l y .  I d e a s ,  
i d e a s  a l l  o v e r  t h e  p l a c e  a n d  t h e  c l a y  w a s n ' t  w o r k i n g !  L a r g e  f l a t  v e s s e l s  r e p l a c e d  r o u n d  
o n e s ,  a n d  i n s t e a d  o f  i m a g e s  m o v i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  s u r f a c e  i n  l a y e r s ,  l i k e  t h e  a n c i e n t  p o t s ,  
t h e  w h o l e  p o t  i t s e l f  i n  a  p o s t u r e  o f  m o v e m e n t :  d e a d  c l a y  c a r c a s s e s  a l l  o v e r  t h e  f l o o r !  N e w  
c l a y  - m e s s ,  m e s s ,  m e s s .  D r a w  l a r g e  p a p e r  t e m p l a t e s ,  w o r k  o u t  p r o p o r t i o n s  o n  t h e  w a l l ,  
w e d g e  c l a y ,  b u i l d  t h e  p i e c e ,  t h e y  c r a c k  a p a r t  a n d  f a l l  d o w n .  A  v i c i o u s  c y c l e  o f  e x c i t e m e n t  
a n d  f r u s t r a t i o n .  
S l o w l y ,  a  f e w  o f  t h e m  d e c i d e d  t o  s t a y  p u t  t o g e t h e r .  T h e  t h i r d  t r y  o n  t h e  c l a y  b o d y  
w a s  s t r o n g e r ,  n y l o n  f i b e r s  i n  t h e  c l a y  h e l p i n g  a  b i t .  C o l o r e d  c l a y  s l i p s  w e r e  b r u s h e d  
o n  s u g g e s t i n g  s o m e  o f  t h e  m o v e m e n t s  o f  t h e  o v e r a l l  s h a p e  a n d  s o m e  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  t h e  
c l a s s i c a l  p i e c e s .  D o n e !  T h e n  t h e y  s t a r t e d  w a r p i n g  i n  t h e  d r y i n g !  T h e s e  t h i n g s  h a v e  
a  l i f e  o f  t h e i r  o w n .  M o r e  b r o k e n  p i e c e s .  S t a r t  o v e r ,  r e b u i l d  s o m e ,  t h i c k e r ,  s t u r d i e r .  U s e  c o t -
t o n  c h e e s e c l o t h  d i p p e d  i n  c l a y  t o  r e i n f o r c e  f r a g i l e  j o i n i n g s .  A t  l a s t  a  g r o u p  g o  t o  t h e  k i l n .  
T h e  m o r n i n g  I  o p e n e d  t h e  k i l n  d o o r  w a s  l i k e  C h r i s t m a s  a n d  c h i l d h o o d  b i r t h d a y s  
a l l  r o l l e d  i n t o  o n e .  T e n s i o n !  T h e  r o w s  o f  b r i c k s  o f  t h e  k i l n  d o o r  c a m e  d o w n  o n e  a t  
a  t i m e  a n d  l i g h t  f i l l e d  t h e  d a r k  c a v e r n  o f  t h e  k i l n .  T h i n g s  l o o k e d  p r o m i s i n g .  A l a s ,  
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there were some cracks and some nasty surprises, but most made it through: only six 
finished from that first batch. 
Summer was well along now, and I stopped to take a long journey to the West Coast 
to visit aging parents and relatives and show the kids a good time. I could hardly pull 
myself away. The work was going so well, with ideas tumbling out of my head and 
pencil faster than I could work. However, the rest did me good. I was able to visit 
galleries and museums along the way. It set my mind free for several weeks and, upon 
returning in late August, I went into the studio with great energy and new skill and 
built eleven new pieces with practically no problems. The images flowed in my mind. 
It was a terrific high with the kind of inner energy and excitement that Maslow describes 
as a "peak experience." 
There was a brief time for sharing the whole new group of finished work with col-
leagues, students and friends. We had a viewing party in my studio. Then the pieces 
all got packed up and sent out to an exhibition on the other side of the state. What 
fun that was, and a privilege. But what a let down to walk into a nearly empty studio 
after all the time I had spent there producing the wonderful new things which were 
now all gone. It was like sending my children away. 
Now the pieces are back home and the energy they bring urges me on to do more. 
They are leaving now in twos and threes for smaller exhibits and new work is under-
way. The studio has been cleaned up, broken clay has been reworked and is ready 
to use once more. 
The series is strong in my mind and I know I can make twenty or thirty more; yet 
they will change as I go along. There will be new insights, new ideas and different 
influences that come to bear. My daughter no longer makes flat drawings. The family 
theme still eludes me, but the work in my mind and heart is full of energy bubbling 
over with images that feel honest and original, not derivative. The work is satisfying 
and mystical and draws me on. 
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"Amphora Anna," graphite and 
oil crayon drawing ( 1988) 
40 
"Pregnant Amphora," 
terra cotta, 28" x 18" (1988) 
(8861) uVZ X u8Z 'EUO::l Ell;}l ,/I# lS~UV ElOl{dwy, 
"March of the Hydrias," graphite and 
oil crayon drawing (1988) 
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"Soldier Hydria," terra cotta, 
24" X 24" (1988) 
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